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What does that symbolic haven of civic and community memory, the local public library, 
have to do with global capital and the liberalization of world trade? Plenty, according to Ruth 
Rikowski. Written primarily for an international readership of library and information 
professionals, the book Globalisation, Information and Libraries comprises a timely wake-up 
call for educators as well. It has been an ongoing source of some dismay to me that, despite 
substantial populist commentary and scholarly literature on the ramifications of multilateral 
treaties, so few in these two allied professions have examined the regulatory imperatives of 
global agencies and agreements. This eminently readable text redresses this longstanding 
neglect. 
 
US media critic, Herbert Schiller (1989, 1996), heralded the impending tsunami of change 
that was about to confront libraries. His political economic analyses affirmed the social value 
of libraries and forecast the erosion of civic and democratic participation from public 
expenditure cuts by the Reagan administration. Prior to this, commercial publishers had little 
interest in public information because government materials were neither copyrightable nor 
profitable. Schiller noted the marginal nature of public information publishing as nonprofit 
social service work, which he considered a by-product of the sexism that prevailed in and 
about librarianship. A legacy of the chauvinist and racist ideologies of Melvil Dewey, library 
work had developed as a feminized, poorly paid profession that was subject to ridicule in the 
stereotypes of popular culture (see for example Radford & Radford, 1997, 2003; Wiegand, 
1996). These attitudes to public information in the 1970s changed, however, with the advent 
of computerized technologies, economic crises of the 1980s, and an exponential increase in 
military expenditure. Schiller’s work describes this shift of government support towards 
corporate research and development in the field of information management, and the 
subsequent commercialization and privatization of what was once free public information. 
 
Rikowski’s book is in a similar vein to Schiller’s because she too seeks to highlight the 
dangers of privatizing public library services and to challenge these developments through a 
focus specifically on the World Trade Organization.  
 
The text is divided into four parts. The single chapter of Part 1 opens with contextual 
background to the problem, a semi-critical synopsis of the term globalization, and a 
description of the World Trade Organisation (WTO). The latter includes historical 
background to the WTO and a summary of its administrative structures, procedures, and 
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decision-making processes. Part 2, comprising four chapters, focuses on a key initiative of the 
WTO, namely, the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). The purpose and 
function of GATS is examined and an international perspective on its implications for 
libraries, public information, and cultural services is provided. One chapter is dedicated to the 
views of a broad range of library organizations and cultural associations in the United 
Kingdom, and another examines the effects on in North American, European, and Pacific 
Rim countries (e.g., Australia, New Zealand).  
 
Four chapters in Part 3 explore the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS) program of the WTO. The first chapter of this section reviews the 
stipulations of the Agreement, their implications for public libraries, and a range of issues 
around the trading of intellectual property such as achieving a ‘balance’ in the provisions of 
copyright. Other key issues are the moral and economic rights of patents, their consequences 
for indigenous knowledges, and the ethical dilemmas posed by these issues for the library 
profession in the developing world. Finally, three chapters in Part 4 advocate for an ‘Open 
Marxist’ theoretical framework, which the author uses to critically examine the ‘furtherance’ 
of global capitalism through legal and constitutional mediations of the WTO.  
 
Taking a classical anti-globalization stand, Rikowski argues that through the normative 
regulatory framework of the World Trade Organization, the GATS and TRIPS Agreements 
are eroding the autonomy of nation states, ramping up the commodification of social life, and 
assisting capital to appropriate and exploit ‘intellectual labour.’ In large part, the analysis 
presents the capitalist system as bereft of any ethical dimension and as irreconcilable to the 
public domain and the traditional principles of library culture. Whereas the public service 
ethos views social relations as embedded within local communities, global capital conceives 
‘service’ as a commodity to be traded on the international market. Rikowski’s point is that 
GATS and TRIPS are inventions of producer interests — all of whom hold hefty intellectual 
property portfolios and have captured the regulatory processes of the WTO. Rikowski aims to 
demonstrate how inherent contradictions within and between these two arenas render them 
diametrically opposed, and her response is to call for the ‘termination’ of capitalism in the 
name of a ‘better, kinder, fairer social, economic and political system’ (p. 336). 
 
Within a context of jaded ‘posts’ and post-postmodernist standpoints, some might consider 
this radical proposal ontologically and philosophically naïve. Personally, I believe this view 
would constitute intellectual hubris and close-mindedness. Rikowski is refreshingly honest 
about the dearth of sophisticated social theoretical analysis on the part of the library research 
community, and she is to be commended for taking a lead on this.1 Furthermore, recent 
reaffirmation of neomarxist theorization and critical practice have challenged the purpose and 
efficacy of both postmodern and postmarxist approaches (see the special issue on Marxist 
Futures of Policy Futures in Education 2004, Vol. 2, Nos. 3 & 4). This recouping of 
ideological credibility and methodological validity provides an important socialist 
counternarrative to arrant economic exploitation and social injustice perpetrated in the name 
of democratic ‘freedom,’ free-market logic, and the liberalization of trade.  
 
Rikowski’s critique is timely, tempered, earnest, and insightful. There is little doubt also that 
the need for income streams, competition, efficiency, marketing, and the turning of patrons 
and citizens into consumers and customers represents a shift of epochal proportions for the 
hitherto protected, non-commodified library sector and its culture of public service. 
Expansive literatures from the fields of law, technology, business, the arts, environmental 
studies, and development theory show how intellectual property rights protection is used as a 
 3
means of gross profiteering and global governance on the part of advanced capitalist nations 
and transnational corporations. The resurgence of Marxist approaches plays an important role 
in highlighting social inequities through hegemonic regulatory frameworks like the WTO.  
 
Yet — and I show my own set of limiting theoretical biases here — essentialist and 
monolithic representations combined with an oppositional politics of ‘for or against’ 
argumentation tend to negate and erase the many contradictions, paradoxes, and tensions that 
exist within and across the complex and chaotic social and cultural fields at stake. Occasional 
slides into dramatic rhetoric about the WTO juggernaut hinder rather than enhances dialogue 
and the interchange of ideas. The WTO is, after all, just one player in the field, and it is 
widely known that the proliferation of bilateral trade agreements on the part of powerful 
entities like the United States is an effect of its growing frustration with the WTO. More 
nuanced analyses — which Rikowski informs the reader are forthcoming — will increase 
understanding of the differential consequences of agreements like GATS and TRIPS for 
different stakeholders in and across different geographical places and online spaces.  
 
With respect to developments in my own country, Australia, Rikowski rightly describes 
concerns expressed by the Australian Library and Information Association about the 
privatizing of both public and education libraries. Yet, as a major exporter of cultural services 
like education, Australian state and federal governments have been foremost advocates of 
free trade and market liberalization (see Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2005). 
This is in spite of opposition on the part of education bodies and other public agencies about 
the practical, local ramifications of GATS imperatives such as Market Access and National 
Treatment. Broad-brush analyses of the immoral machinations of global capital like 
Rikowski’s are necessary but don’t go far enough in showing how, as in the case of Australia, 
company boardrooms, workplaces, and communities are sites of complex interpersonal, 
political, and material struggle, inconsistency, and conflict.  
 
Forthcoming non-reductive empirical approaches that conceive transnational organizations as 
not only complicitous with corporate power but also as having some measure of humane 
impulse — even if as a strategy of self-legitimation and self-preservation — will augment 
and complicate this seminal introductory study. Questions to be dealt with in due course 
might include investigation of the reasons governments agree to these mandates while fully 
cognizant of their potential to erode national sovereignty and local programs and services like 
those provided by public libraries. Future research will no doubt provide explanations for the 
silence of many professional organizations and peak bodies, and for the seeming apathy and 
compliance of citizenries to neoliberal ideologies in the face of rising unemployment and the 
disintegration of hard-won working conditions. One of the many reasons for this complicity 
and/or silence is that stakeholders are not sufficiently conversant with the impending calamity 
forecast by Rikowski. Herein lies the value of this instructive text.  
 
In closing, I have two other quibbles with this otherwise eminently readable text. First, while 
there are smatterings of authorial self-disclosure throughout the narrative, the author’s zeal 
for the topic combined with the totalizing theoretical perspective makes the argument a tad 
linear and Eurocentric. This manifests in smatterings of disparaging comments about ‘green 
romantics,’ and the West being more ‘progressive’ than the developing world (see p. 295 and 
p. 298). These kinds of comments add little to the argument and detract from its philosophical 
integrity. Second, this unambiguous stylistic form tends to reify ‘libraries’ and the ‘library 
profession,’ and to totalize what are in reality fluid, fragmented, multidimensional, and often 
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incongruous social entities, actors, and practices. I frequently wondered, for example, who 
the first person plural pronoun ‘we’ referred to, and who it therefore excluded.  
 
Ultimately though, this is just academic carping. The recently released UNESCO report, 
Towards Knowledge Societies (Binde & Matsuura, 2005), addressed similar issues of 
knowledge management and access, and expressed related concerns about the implications 
for developing countries of the commodification of information, intangible assets, and 
intellectual property. Globalisation, Information and Libraries makes an important 
contribution to the unfolding understanding of these important cultural issues. I look forward 
to the next installment from this committed and proactive library professional and scholar. 
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1 There are exceptions to this generalization (e.g., see Kapitzke & Bruce 2006). 
